
FROM SWEDEN TO AMERICA
“From Sweden To America”,  (Stockholm: Caprice Records, 1981)

From the mid-1840s until  1930, about 1.3 million Swedes emigrated to North 
America.  Of  all  European  countries,  only  Ireland  and  Norway  had  higher 
emigration figures than Sweden. At the turn of the twentieth century, about one 
out of every six Swedish-born persons lived in the United States, and Chicago was 
the world's second largest "Swedish city."

This  great  stream  of  people  to  the  West  did  not  flow  steadily.  Clearly  the 
migration was influenced as much by Sweden as by the United States. The reason 
for the first emigration peak in the early 1850s may have been the hard times in 
Sweden and the stimulus of the California gold rush on the American economy. 
During the  second half  of  the 1860s,  however,  there  was  a  great  demand for 
workers and farmers in America,  while  Swedish agriculture  suffered a serious 
crop failure. This was the cause of the mass migration from Sweden beginning in 
1869.  Subsequently,  the  enormous  influx  of  people  was  dictated  by  the 
agricultural situation and a growing industrialization in Sweden and the demands 
of  the job market  in the West.  Between 1879 and 1893, almost a half  million 
Swedes emigrated.  The emigration movement peaked in 1882 and 1888, with 
45,000 registered emigrants per year.

It is  hard to point directly  to other than economic factors as the cause of the 
migration  from  Sweden.  From  an  international  perspective,  the  political 
development  was  uneventful.  Religious  oppressions  cannot  be  overlooked, 
however; no less than 10 percent of the earliest immigration wave seems to have 
had a religious background.

The first emigrants often remained farmers, but they improved their conditions 
through emigration and lived in Swedish colonies where their  native language 



was spoken. Swedish churches, schools, and newspapers preserved the Swedish 
culture in thousands of settlements in the Midwest. Even cities like Chicago had 
their "Swede Towns," where Swedes could live their whole lives surrounded by 
compatriots.

Despite the fact that most pioneers were farmers, a growing number of Swedes 
were drawn to the industries and cities of the United States. Thus, when Swedish 
America reached its greatest size in 1910 —numbering 1.3 million emigrants and 
their  children  —  over  60  percent  lived  in  urban  areas.  The  industrial  and 
construction workers, the craftsmen and maids, were, at the turn of the twentieth 
century,  more  typically  Swedish  American  than  the  farmers  in  Minnesota, 
Illinois, Iowa, or Kansas.

Around the turn of the century many people were convinced that the Swedish 
language  and  culture  would  live  on  forever  in  the  Swedish  settlements  in 
America.  Generally,  a Swedish settlement did not consist exclusively of people 
from the same home province. In the center of a Swedish settlement there would 
be a church, a school, perhaps a lodge or a newspaper office. In these circles the 
language, the traditions, and the songs lived on.

The  United  States,  however,  had  a  negative  attitude  toward  the  immigrants 
retaining  their  ethnic  individuality.  To  do  so  was  considered  un-American. 
Especially  during  World  War  I  and  the  1920s,  there  was  great  pressure  on 
Swedish Americans to become Americanized. During that period more and more 
immigrants changed over to speaking exclusively English. The churches changed 
the language of the service to English, and the great newspaper decline started.

But since the American bicentennial in 1976 a remarkable change has taken place 
in the United States. People have begun to recognize that the different immigrant 
groups have enriched America in numerous spheres. It has become fashionable to 
have ancestral roots in another country.

MUSIC AND ENTERTAINMENT

The great waves of emigration from Sweden to the United States had an impact 
on the  folk-song repertoire.  A large  number of  emigrant  songs —or "America 
songs," as people preferred to call  them — were written and sung. Many have 
retained their popularity and are still sung today. Others, however, can only be 
found in written sources, including skillgtryck (broadsheets) and songbooks.

Homesickness  can  often  be  seen  in  the  emotional  texts  that  describe  a 
heartrending farewell  from family and home, a difficult  crossing, and perhaps 
failures in the new country. But not all the songs are sorrowful. There are also 
songs that with a twinkle in the eye depict the great land in the West and its 
tremendous resources. As regards the melodies of the songs, in general, text was 
written to an already well-known and popular melody.



Over  the  past  few decades,  new interest  has  grown  in  the  music  of  Swedish 
Americans. The primary inspiration for this new interest was the material being 
collected  by  the  Olle  i  Skratthult  Project  in  Minneapolis,  a  group  of  folklore 
enthusiasts headed by the musician and folklorist Maury Bernstein. The project 
inventoried  songs,  music,  and  artists  of  the  hitherto  almost  completely 
undocumented  world  of  Swedish  American  entertainment.  Anne-Charlotte 
Harvey, a Swedish American singer, was active in Bernstein's group.

The project was named for the  bondkomiker  (rural comedian) Olle i Skratthult, 
whose  name  was  actually  Hjalmar  Peterson.  He  was  born  in  Munkfors, 
Värmland, in 1886 and emigrated to Minnesota with three brothers in 1906. He 
soon began to perform as a singer and rural comedian, forming his own troupe of 
performers. His career reached its peak during the years around World War I. At 
times he had his  own troupe of over twenty  performers,  traveling to Swedish 
enclaves in the United States as far west as California. His performances often 
consisted  of  singing  and  music,  a  play,  and  dancing.  Later  in  life,  after  the 
popularity of vaudeville shows had diminished, he settled in Minneapolis, where 
he  joined  the  Swedish  section  of  the  Salvation  Army  and  often  assisted  at 
meetings with religious songs.

The culmination of the Olle i Skratthult Project's work — which received almost 
no support from the Swedish authorities and was looked upon by many Swedish 
Americans as only ridiculing and degrading their ancestors — was the Snoose 
Boulevard Festival, a three-day festival in the Swedish area around Cedar Avenue 
in Minneapolis,  called "Snusboulevarden"  because of  the  many Scandinavians 
who frequented  the  Dania  Hall  meeting  place  and the  countless  bars  located 
there.  It  is  true  that  Snoose  Boulevard  has  since  become  a  college-student 
neighborhood,  but  when  the  festival  began  in  1972,  there  were  still  enough 
memories to preserve to make the effort worthwhile.

I [Uno Myggan Ericson] came to the Snoose Boulevard Festival in 1976 and was 
there for three days of singing, storytelling, fiddling fun, Swedish dancing, and 
smorgasbord.  I  discovered  Swedish  American  songs,  which  should  not  be 
confused with emigrant songs in Sweden, but which were rather in the popular 
performer Ernst Rolf's style —somewhat to the surprise of serious researchers in 
the subject. Later —through recordings, record catalogs, and books — I was able 
to establish the fact that the songs, often integrated into theatrical productions, 
were  part  of  the  Swedish  entertainment  tradition,  especially  during  the  early 
twentieth century, and that in many respects it followed American vaudeville's 
demise in terms of competition with film, radio, and television.

When  Märta  Ramsten  and  I  traveled  to  Minneapolis  in  February  1980  to 
document Swedish songs among the new generation of  Swedish Americans,  I 
thought that we would have an easy job. Actually, it was a little more difficult 
than we had expected. Based on the Snoose Festival, we thought there would be 
many performers, but it turned out that they were rather scarce.



We made recordings of Olle i Skratthult's wife, Olga Lindgren, on two occasions. 
Olga came to the United States at the age of seventeen and traveled with Olle i 
Skratthult's theater group as a singer and actress. She often sang dressed in folk 
costume and performed Swedish folk dances on the stage. She married Skratthult 
but was later divorced and remarried.

Olga  sang  for  us  one  of  the  most  popular  Swedish  American  songs, 
"Barndomshemmet"  ("My  Childhood  Home").  It  is  actually  totally  American, 
written by the popular music composer Paul Dresser (1860-1906), who was a 
brother of the novelist Theodore Dreiser. The original tune was entitled "On the 
Banks of the Wabash" and was written in 1899. It has since become the unofficial 
state song of Indiana. The song came to Sweden by way of a German edition — an 
arrangement of the original — but had already gone by way of Denmark, where it  
was sung around 1910 under the title "Skamlingsbanken." In Sweden, Ernst Rolf 
popularized it from 1914 on, with the text written by Karl Ewert on the theme of a 
homesick Swedish American.  It  may have come to  the United States  through 
Lydia Hedberg or Gustav Fonandern [see below]. Swedish Americans who sing it 
today think it's a Swedish song and are unaware of its American roots.

A Swedish performer who had a great impact in America was Lydia Hedberg. She 
was unusual in that she was a female rural comedian, even though she preferred 
to  call  herself  a  ballad  singer.  A  trained  physiotherapist,  from  1908  on  she 
appeared as a singer of ballads and a storyteller in Sweden. She lived for a long 
time in Sundsvall, and was also a hostess at Furvik, a zoo outside Gävle. Hedberg 
made extended tours of Swedish communities in the United States between 1921 
and 1925. On her longest tour, she gave fifty performances in eighty-one days. 
She met with entertainers such as Olle i Skratthult and taught them new material. 
She also made a number of recordings in the United States during this period.

Among other Swedes who had an impact  in America was the recording artist 
Gustav Fonandern. He was by profession an architect but was active as a singer of 
ballads and revue songs for almost sixty years. He traveled to the United States  
many times and toured the Swedish American settlements. He was briefly a guest 
artist  in  Skratthult's  troupe.  Fonandern  introduced  to  the  Swedish  American 
repertoire songs from the popular  Swedish singer Ernst Rolf.  He made many 
recordings in the United States and toured extensively.

Another member of Skratthult's troupe was Leona Carlson. She was born in the 
United  States.  Her  parents  came  from  Gunnarskog  in  Värmland,  and  only 
Swedish was spoken in the home — Leona did not know any English when she 
started school. Today, she sings and plays the accordion, often performing with 
her husband, Ted, another Swedish American.

Another popular entertainer was J(ohannes) A(lfred) Hultman (1861-1942), who 
began his  career  as  a  revivalist  preacher  and was  known as  Solskenssångren 
("The Sunshine Singer").  At the age of eighteen, he began traveling around to 
Swedish enclaves in the United States, preaching the gospel and accompanying 



himself  on  a  portable  organ  (which  is  now housed  at  the  Swedish  American 
Museum in Andersonville,  a  traditionally  Swedish neighborhood on the north 
side of  Chicago).  Hultman issued his  "Sunshine Songs"  in various  periodicals 
between 1910 and 1939,  and also made many recordings and several  tours of 
Sweden, making him perhaps the best known of all  Swedish religious singers. 
During  the  Prohibition  era,  he  was  even  suspected  of  smuggling  whiskey 
(moonshine) in his organ. On being asked if he carried moonshine, he answered 
that he only smuggled sunshine.

We next met Arthur Erickson (b. 1908), who lives in Grand Haven, Michigan. He 
emigrated to the United States in 1923 and has worked mainly in the construction 
business.  At  one  time,  he  lived  in  Chicago,  but  retired  to  Grand  Haven,  a 
predominantly Swedish community. Erickson composes many of the songs that 
he sings. Like many emigration songs, they are nostalgic evocations of his earlier  
life, reflecting his longing for his homeland.

We  traveled  on  toward  Chicago.  We  met  Selma  Jakobsson,  a  collector  of 
traditional Swedish American objects. She had saved all leftover copies of books 
from the cellar of a onetime Swedish printing office that was closed in the late 
1960s.  Among  the  books  she  saved  were  copies  of  the  Dalkullan  songbooks, 
which were published between 1903 and 1931, providing Swedish entertainers 
and amateur musicians with a wealth of popular songs.

In Rockford, Illinois, we met Carl Bruce, an amateur entertainer who was then 
ninety-three years old (he died several months after our visit). Bruce was born in 
Gothenburg and emigrated to the United States in 1902. From about 1908 on he 
resided in Rockford, where he made a living as a factory worker. As a hobby, he 
sang and appeared on stage frequently. He became one of the leading figures in 
the  Swedish  theater  group  that  was  usually  engaged  at  the  Svea  Hall.  He 
appeared often as a rural comedian under the name of Sven på Lappen ("Sven on 
the Patch").

Bruce sang for us "I Been a Swede from North Dakota," a popular song from the 
early twentieth century. It pokes fun at the Swedish American dialect and refers 
to some well-known locations in Minneapolis, such as Seven Corners on Cedar 
Avenue, which still exists today. It was possibly new when Bruce first learned it in 
1904.

Meeting  Carl  Bruce  at  the  end of  his  life  was  especially  fortunate  for  us.  He 
represented  a  century's  memories  of  Swedish  popular  performing  styles  in 
America. Bruce was a link between the popular Swedish singers, such as Ernst 
Rolf, and the newer American traditions. This was perhaps the most remarkable 
event of our all too short tour.

Ulf Beijbom, Uno Myggan Ericson and Märta Ramsten
English translation: Robert Carroll


